
		
			Haku Aloha

			Weaving Aloha

			So many of my favorite memories of growing up in Hawai‘i revolve around lei. Delicate, white feather-style ginger at a family lū‘au. Mom’s favorite fragrant lei pakalana brought home by my dad on a Friday after a long workweek. Lei palapalai (a native fern) gathered and made as we hiked along a trail in Kōke‘e. Brown paper bags, speckled with water spots holding plumeria lei made the night before for our May Day performance. Running to the ocean’s edge, laden with lei haku made of multicolored ti, to greet a canoe paddling in from the finish line at a state canoe regatta. Pua kenikeni lei hanging from Tūtū’s outstretched arms ready to hug us in her big squeeze of aloha (love) and fragrance, when we drove up to her home in Mānoa after flying to O‘ahu from Kaua‘i.

			My ‘ohana’s (family’s) banana and citrus farm on the north shore of Kaua‘i was an abundant world of green. Laua‘e and palapalai fern, kukui, ‘ulu, wide swaths of white and yellow ginger, and tall coconut trees all mixed in with our carefully planted pua kenikeni and plumeria trees, essential flowering trees for our lei-making family. It was my Honolulu-based tūtū, my grandmother, Amelia Ana Ka‘ōpua Bailey, who taught her entire family to truly love all things lei and to plant lei flowers everywhere we lived as ‘ohana. A seamstress and costume designer by trade, Tūtū had an eye for color combinations, texture, and pattern. She made lei kui (sewn) her whole life. My mom remembers wearing lei poepoe (strung in a round style), made from white plumerias grown in the backyard, to school over her handmade mu‘u (short for mu‘umu‘u) on May Day. Because she learned her signature wili (wrapped) style later in life, she would begin every lei workshop she taught by saying she was “a renaissance lei maker.” She meant that she got into lei making as it was re-emerging along with many other Hawaiian arts during the 1960s. She did not learn from her kūpuna (grandparents). She was proud that her mo‘opuna (grandchildren) could say that we did.

			Tūtū became captivated by traditional Hawaiian lei when my mom and dad chose to have a Hawaiian wedding, which was not common at the time. Dad and the groomsmen wore long-sleeve aloha shirts; Mom wore a holokū (a style of dress with a high neck, yoke, long sleeves, and modest train). She wanted a lei po‘o (head lei) and for her bridesmaids to carry lei rather than bouquets. It was hard to find anyone making lei haku (lei braided with more than one material) in Honolulu in 1968, so Tūtū and a friend from the garden club wired white kukui blossoms together and invented one. Tūtū was hooked. After the wedding, she took apart the thick green lei from the Big Island that my mother and her bridesmaids carried to see how they were made. She started going to the Bishop Museum to find historical photos of lei. She sought out great Hawaiian lei-making masters, Barbara Meheula and Marie McDonald, and sat for hours cleaning materials for them, learning by watching.

			Tūtū made all styles of lei, but her specialties were the lei kui made from the pua kenikeni she grew in her yard, climbing on her ladder to pick her blossoms well into her seventies, and her intricate lei po‘o done in the wili style. She would arrive at any party or ladies’ luncheon with armfuls of lei pua kenikeni to give to the hosts, the chef, her friends, and any other lucky passersby. At Thanksgiving, she made sure her daughter (my mom), her four daughters-in-law, and her six mo‘opuna kaikamāhine (granddaughters) each had a fresh lei po‘o. Even the wooden ducks my family would bring out at Christmas were adorned with their own neck lei. Every canoe race, volleyball game, or track meet came with another Tūtū Bailey lei, including one for each of our lucky teammates and our coach. When we were on the mainland for college, she shipped lei po‘o and strands of pua kenikeni, carefully packed in wet newspaper lined with ti, all the way to the East Coast for our birthdays, including extras for our roommates.
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			At the time, I didn’t realize how lucky I was—things you routinely enjoy as a child often feel commonplace—making and giving lei was just the way our ‘ohana showed our aloha for one another and others. But I have come to understand the true event that receiving a Tūtū Bailey lei was and the extra care she took to make the whole experience of lei special and personalized.

			My tūtū would gift her finished lei po‘o wrapped in ti leaf pū‘olo (a bundle containing a gift). She would tie the top with a nosegay in matching colors, a teaser to the treasure wrapped inside. Every detail in her lei was tailored specifically to the recipient and made with extra aloha and care.

			My cousins, my sister, and I all learned by watching her meticulous but fast hands prepping and sorting the ferns and flowers. Only when her lei table was organized—stems trimmed to size, palapalai soaking in her plastic fish-shaped tub, and raffia hanging readily available by a clothespin—would she pull her metal stool, padded with layers of fabric, to the table to sit and start her lei wili. We would sit next to her on the cool cement basement steps and watch her hands work while she talked, her stories interrupted by polite requests: “Mele, can you clip a bunch of purple hydrangea from fridge for Tūtū?” A formal lesson from Tūtū was not offered often. There was usually a deadline, “Auntie is coming at noon for her lei.” But when she felt we were ready and if we caught her at that just right moment, she would say, “Come, it’s time for YOU to make a lei.” We stood, quickly grabbed the other (not padded) wooden stool, and hurried to sit by her side and wait for instruction.
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			Beyond the lessons on technique in kui and wili, we learned her incredible work ethic. Tūtū tackled her day by taking on the hardest tasks first. We observed her picking buckets of pua kenikeni blossoms before the sun came up, cleaning her palapalai patches with her Japanese sickle, watering her laua‘e (fern), loading her station wagon (with her vanity plate “Haku”) with tables and baskets and coolers of lei for a wedding or funeral, and sweeping the garage and cleaning her worktable after each lei, even when she made multiple lei that day.

			Making lei is how Tūtū taught us to show aloha to our neighbors, community, and family. Decades later, many people tell me how the special touch of Tūtū’s lei made life celebrations (both happy and sad) or even just regular days more memorable.

			The art of lei making was brought to the Hawaiian islands by Polynesian voyagers, thought to have sailed from Tahiti between 1200 and 500 AD. Lei-making techniques are so distinct that analyzing them allows anthropologists to trace migratory patterns throughout the Pacific based on the way lei maile were twisted together or the different methods of stringing lei hala, according to Ka Lei, by Marie A. McDonald. In “pre-contact” Hawai‘i (before the arrival of Captain James Cook put these very isolated islands in all the world on European explorers’ maps), without jewels or precious metals, lei made of natural materials—seeds, flowers, feathers, and shells—were used as personal adornments, in ceremonies, and as offerings for gods. Every material used developed its own meaning, often with accompanying chants, legends, and protocols that surrounded the harvesting, crafting, presentation, and wearing of the lei itself.

			Beautiful yellow and red feathers from Hawaiian honeycreepers, for example, were reserved for ali‘i (royalty). Forest plants like maile, palapalai, lapalapa, and its more oval-leafed cousin ‘ōlapa (which also translates to “dancer”) were associated with Laka, goddess of both the forest and hula, and were used to adorn a kuahu (altar) in hālau hula (hula schools), as well as the dancers themselves. The lehua flower, which grows throughout the islands but is prolific on the slopes of the volcanoes on the island of Hawai‘i, came to be associated with Pele, the volcano goddess, and her favorite sister, Hi‘iaka. Lei made from the delicate ‘ilima flower, which grows on dry coastlines, and requires more than five hundred flowers for a single-strand lei, were rare, treasured.

			When tourists began to arrive in the islands on steamer ships in the late nineteenth century, they were commonly greeted with flower lei by lei vendors, which helped fuel the escalation of the commercial lei industry. Lei shops opened in Chinatown, adjacent to the harbor, to fulfill demand. Fields of introduced flowers, such as carnations, a favorite lei of the times, were planted around O‘ahu. When air travel started, lei sellers set up along Lagoon Drive near the airport. Today the outdoor lei stands—many run by the descendants of the original store owners—sit in a long row on a street right next to airport arrivals. Friends and family can quickly pull in to buy a lei for their incoming visitors.

			Lei became so entwined with the idea of Hawai‘i that in 1928, Don Blanding, a local poet, proposed a state holiday devoted to lei. With its own iconic song, “May Day Is Lei Day in Hawai‘i,” the first of May became a beloved celebration in the islands. Across Hawai‘i, lei contests, hula concerts, and school pageants still mark this festive day.

			By the 1950s and ’60s, strung flower lei were everywhere: adorning Elvis in the movie Blue Hawaii and at his Aloha from Hawaii concert in 1973 and being worn by Martin Luther King Jr. as he marched from Selma to Montgomery in 1965. Coinciding with a cultural and political Hawaiian renaissance in the 1960s and ’70s, older types of lei—including the haku and wili styles—began to be worn again. Nonprofits and schools started having lei booths at annual fundraisers, selling colorful lei po‘o made by volunteers. A resurgence of interest in feather, shell, and seed lei brought old art forms back to life.

			Today, lei culture—both traditional and commercial—remains vibrant throughout Hawai‘i. But certain aspects have changed, even within my lifetime. Rising real estate prices have forced many flower growers to sell or develop their land, and fewer people have access to backyards where they can grow their own flowering trees, shrubs, and vines. Most tourists receive only imported orchid lei, the flowers grown and sewn in Asia, mainly purple or white, but sometimes spray-painted in all the colors of the rainbow. Lei made of ribbon, yarn, plastic kukui nuts, and candy have become commonplace. At the same time, a new generation of interest in creating and wearing lei has a handful of “modern” lei makers reviving old methods and adapting the forms to make something new and contemporary, selling traditional lei alongside avant-garde and creative styles never seen before. Instagram is filled with photos of beautiful lei po‘o and creative mixed-flower lei kui. Learning to make lei has become an essential part of a trip to Hawai‘i for many malihini (visitors). In some ways, even though access to flowers has never been more challenging, the art of lei making is at its most exciting.

			When I moved home to Hawai‘i after starting my career in fashion design in New York, I again felt pulled to make lei—just as my tūtū had taught me—for friends’ birthdays or their babies’ lū‘au. A few years later a friend suggested I teach a workshop to other friends on the wili style of lei making. Following the workshop, one friend who attended and owned Paiko, a then brand-new floral shop in Honolulu’s hip, up-and-coming Kaka‘ako neighborhood, asked me to hold a lei po‘o workshop for the public, which to my surprise quickly sold out. That first event led to more classes and workshops offered as part of bridal showers, parties, hotel activities, corporate retreats, and charity auctions. By 2018, I was teaching more than 1,500 people annually around the Hawaiian islands, on the mainland, and abroad.

			I open each workshop the same way my tūtū began the many workshops and classes she taught. She would always proclaim, “Today is the first day of your new life as a lei maker.” And while that may sound dramatic, it’s true. Once you learn how to kui or haku or wili flowers and greenery together, you become more attuned to your natural world. You begin to notice every plant or flower for its potential to become a lei. You befriend that neighbor with the hottest pink bougainvillea or find yourself making mango chutney to thank your other neighbor for allowing you to pick their yellow lehua blossoms. A common green hedge might catch your eye for its clustered, oval-shaped leaves, just right for a rounded accent in a lei po‘o. You pull your car over when you see people trimming their coconut trees and ask to gather up the clippings. You may find, as I do, that making lei increases your awareness of the changing seasons. Even here in the tropics, where it’s warm most of the time, flowers grow and bloom in distinct seasons: spring for gardenia; early summer for plumeria, midsummer for pua kenikeni, and late summer for pakalana. Perhaps you’ll begin to learn how to cultivate native plants and the traditional ways of using them. Maybe you’ll want to learn cultural protocol for gathering materials and sharing lei and start to notice that many favorite songs compare a loved one to a lei. Maybe you’ll feel inspired to grow your own lei garden at home.
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			As much as I love teaching people how to make lei, the one thing missing is the recipient. Lei making is more than just the finished product; it’s a step in the cycle of planting and watering, picking and designing; it’s part of an occasion, part of our relationships, part of our cycle of life. We make lei for weddings and for baby lū‘au, when a child turns one. For my fortieth birthday, my sister helped track down enough flowers to make bright pink plumeria lei for my forty best friends. When my tūtū passed, her friends and relatives crowded into the garage to make lei for three nights leading up to her funeral so that her entire extended ‘ohana wore exquisite lei po‘o at her service, and so that my sister and I could focus on adorning the front of the chapel, Tūtū’s picture, and urn. Sometimes, we make lei simply because the flowers are blooming, knowing that just the right recipient will appear—then the giving becomes the occasion.

			In this book, I want to share these occasions with you—the ‘ohana parties and graduations; the hula competitions; and the magic of May Day—along with the lei we choose to celebrate each event. However, there is no such thing as one “correct” lei for any celebration, just as there is no one way to make any given lei. Every lei holds different meanings and memories for both the giver and the one who wears it. The flowers that make up each lei are less important than the aloha that goes into its sharing. Here in Hawai‘i, lei are more than a gift, a cultural practice, or the flowers; they bring people together, they hold relationships, community, gratitude, and protection. Lei are how we haku, or weave, our memories—strings of scent and color that weave our lives together. In these chapters, I hope to share a peek into a part of our culture that is shaped by lei.

			Cultural meaning does not always translate across languages with absolute clarity. In the text, I have tried to use certain Hawaiian language terms and phrases in the cultural context in which the people interviewed brought them up. This book is not an exhaustive exploration of the variations of lei making in Hawai‘i (or of all lei uses) but I hope, one of many possible beginnings to understanding the history and culture of Kānaka.

			When I’m making a lei to gift someone, I’m thinking of my tūtū, my mom, and my sister; my whole ‘ohana; and my lei-making community. I’m thinking about the person the lei is for and the ‘āina (land) from which I’ve picked the flowers and foliage. I’m thinking about the day we are celebrating and how the lei will become a part of that story. I’m thinking about how blessed I am to be a part of this tradition. A lei is our ultimate expression of aloha. I hope that as you read this, you feel the aloha in this lei haku of mo‘olelo (story of lei we have weaved together) to share with you. He haku aloha.

			—Meleana Estes
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